A b s t r a c t. St George Preca, a Maltese priest who lived between 1880 and 1962, was canonised in 2007. Preca dedicated himself to the teaching of the catechism in Malta. Being aware that he could not undertake this endeavour all by himself, he embarked on the project of teaching the catechism with lay people. This was not a simple task prior to Vatican Council II. Notwithstanding this, George Preca was able to overcome all obstacles and give lay people the front positions. This was something that Vatican Council II was to do some years after Preca's death. This paper seeks to show how Preca was a pioneer in the apostolate of the laity. This will be done by showing how Preca not only recognised the laity's right to the apostolate, but how he united them as a group for a far-reaching apostolate, which while remaining obedient to the hierarchy, had a very deep impact because they had an adequate formation for the apostolate.
apostolate in the succeeding years 2 . Preca was born on the 12 th February 1880. He was ordained a priest in 1906, and founded a society of celibate men and women who dedicated themselves to the teaching of the Catechism in Malta. Preca himself claims that he was inspired to found the Society of Christian Doctrine in 1907 by the words of St Paul in his Second Letter to Timothy: "and what you have heard from me through many witnesses entrust to faithful people who will be able to teach others as well" (2 Tim 2:2).
3 It was for this reason that he empowered the lay faithful to take the Bible as their most useful resource book and to go and teach to all categories of Maltese people who at that time were not much learned in the faith.
Ġ org Preca spent most of his life writing, teaching and acting as a support for the Society which he founded, the running of which he totally entrusted to its lay faithful members. He died on the 26 th July 1962, was beatified in 2001 and canonised in 2007. During the homily on his day of beatification, Pope John Paul II referred to Ġ orġ Preca as: "a pioneer in the field of catechetics and on promoting the role of the laity in the apostolate, which the Council was to stress in a particular way." 4 In the following paragraphs, I would like to demonstrate how through his endeavours, Ġ orġ Preca was a pioneer and a precursor of Vatican Council II. I will be doing this by referring to the active role which he gave to the laity as catechists, in the light of what the Second Vatican Council was to promulgate in Apostolicam Actuositatem 5 after his death. This will lead me to state that Dun Ġ orġ was truly a precursor and pioneer in the lay apostolate. e il suo fondatore, Don Giorgio Preca", Civiltà Cattolica 141(1990) , 2: 256-260; Lorenzo GATT, "Don Giorgio Preca: pioniere dell'apostolato dei laici", Rogate Ergo 50(1987), 2: 45-47; L. GATT. "Don Giorgio Preca: generoso apostolo della Chiesa Maltese", L'Osservatore Romano (Marzo 6, 1987) One of the most positive things which emerge from the documents promulgated at the end of the Second Vatican Council, is the new way in which the Church began to consider and look at the lay faithful. In the eras preceding this Council, the lay faithful were considered as children having childlike attitudes in the eyes of the hierarchy and Church Authorities. The laity existed to be taught by the Teaching Authority only. They were considered as spectators who should also be blind followers of what the hierarchy decided, said and taught, without even daring to question. 6 However, the Second Vatican Council changed the prevailing idea by considering the faithful as adults and as responsible persons in a Church made up of different ministries and charismas, all having a role to play in the Church. 7 This was what Dun Ġ orġ Preca did with the members of the Society which he founded. 8 The lay person became a responsible person with the ability of lending a helping hand in the mission of the Church during the pilgrimage to the Promised Land. 9 Angelo Montonati, when speaking about Preca's endeavours in relation to the lay apostolate, claims that Preca can be considered as a precursor of the teaching of Vatican Council II with regards to the role and to the importance of the laity in the ministry of evangelisation. 10 We can consider Preca as a precursor of the vision for the apostolate of the laity outlined in Apostolicam Actuositatem, and thus also a pioneer in the apostolate of the laity in Malta.
THE LAITY'S RIGHT TO THE APOSTOLATE
Apostolicam Actuositatem states that the laity share in the mission of the entire Church by virtue of their participation in the priestly, kingly and prophetic offices of Christ himself.
12 Consequently, bishops, parish priests and all ordained ministers are to remember that the laity have a role to play in the Church and that they have a right to this role. 13 It is in virtue of the sacraments of Baptism and of Confirmation that the Christian is called to the lay apostolate. Apostolicam Actuositatem affirms that not only is the nature of the apostolate proper to the laity but they also have the duty to exercise this apostolic activity, and that nobody can be a Christian and at the same time decline from being an apostle. Thus, the laity have had a role to play in the mission of evangelisation of the Church eversince. They received this role when they were baptised and confirmed. 14 Ġ orġ Preca not only anticipated this new vision of the apostolate of the laity in his ministry and in the Society of Christian Doctrine which he founded, but he also put it into practice. This is one of the novelties of his ministry. 15 This already renders Dun Ġ orġ Preca a precursor of the apostolate of the laity as laid out in Vatican Council II. Moreover, the history of Malta during the period in which Dun Ġ orġ lived attests that during this time there was no lack of priests in Malta. Consequently, he did not found the Society of Christian Doctrine in order to supply for a lack of priests, but because he really believed that the laity had a very important role in the Church which they were to live in their daily lives and endeavours. Dun Ġ orġ foresaw and put into practice what the Second Vatican Council would proclaim more than fifty years later: that the apostolate of the laity should not be considered as parallel to the apostolate of the Church, nor as opposed to it, but as an extension and a continuation of the mission of the Church itself, and that the apostolate of the lay is not a way of making good for the lack of priests or to substitute priests. The human being is by nature a social being. Therefore, the tendency to form groups with a particular and specific aim is natural. Furthermore, God wanted to save the world by sending his Son who became a human being, socialising with the men and women of his times and uniting them in one Church. 17 The lay apostolate in associations responds to this natural social tendency within the human being's nature to form groups. It is also a sign of the unity and of the communion of the Church with Christ.
18
The fact that a number of lay persons group together in order to perform some particular form of apostolate has a particular advantage: they can offer support, formation and direction to each other in such a way that a very plentiful harvest is not only expected, but actually achieved. 19 The secret of groups of persons who work together in a particular apostolate lies in that they can help each other, thus rendering their apostolate much more fecund. This is necessary in our contemporary world. youths or adults who could act as catechists in his parish only. Moreover, Preca insisted that the Society of Christian Doctrine was to be directed by the laity, while remaining entirely at the service of the local Church.
21
In this respect, we also see that Dun Ġ orġ Preca, besides being a pioneer of the lay apostolate in Malta, was also a precursor of what Apostolicam Actuositatem states in paragraph 24 about the foundation and the running of institutes of lay apostolate by the laity themselves in communion with the Church. 
A FAR REACHING APOSTOLATE
The laity have the special vocation of living a Christian life in normal daily-life situations and contexts wherever they may be, thus rendering the world holy, be it at work, at home or during relaxation time. 23 It is for this reason that Preca founded the Society of Christian Doctrine as a lay association where the members live their daily life within their families, go to their places of work, and then in the evening gather to teach and to be taught. Ġ orġ Preca founded a society of celibates, both male and female, dedicated to the teaching of the catechism.
24
In line with the ideas found in Apostolicam Actuositatem, Dun Ġ orġ anticipated the fact that to be active in the apostolate where one lives and works, one does not require any extraordinary competencies which are impossible to achieve. All that is needed is to be present within the society and give witness to the Christian faith through word and deed. 25 Dun Ġ orġ was ahead of his time in this bestowal of responsibility on the laity. (2001) When Dun Ġ orġ Preca founded the Society of Christian Doctrine he also predicted the process of secularisation which the Church in Malta was to undergo, even though this process would commence decades later. Before the process of secularisation started, everything revolved around the Church. Thus it was easy to reach all the faithful. However, with secularisation, the centre point of all life became the world of work. Consequently, the lay apostolate became a very important instrument in order to reach everybody. 27 In this Dun Ġ orġ was also a precursor of Apostolicam Actuositatem which states that the laity have to take the Christian spirit to those places where priests and ordained ministers find it very difficult to reach.
28 Moreover, Dun Ġ orġ was always convinced that the laity were not to be considered as reserves for situations where priests lacked, but that they were also to be protagonists in those places where it was very difficult for priests to penetrate, especially places of work.
29
The Society of Christian Doctrine founded by Dun Ġ orġ Preca was primarily aimed at teaching the catechism. However Dun Ġ orġ also envisaged that the members of the Society could become true witnesses of the Gospel by living exemplary lives. These two characteristics of the Society of Christian Doctrine and of the members who form a part of it are also a foretaste of the objectives of the apostolate of the laity as laid out in Apostolicam Actuositatem: direct verbal proclamation, and witness through one's life.
30
By living a truly Christian life wherever they are, the laity become a living message and a proclamation of Christ because they develop life-styles and ways of life which are attractive and vibrant, thus inducing other individuals to love the truth, to adhere to it and to live according to it. 31 However, the lay apostolate is not limited to personal witness only; the laity are called to insert themselves in the mission of the Church, even by verbal proclamation. Apostolicam Actuositatem posits that the lay apostolate is very important within the parochial setting. This is so much so that the action of ordained ministers within the parish setting can at times not reach its goals if the laity do not give them a helping hand. 33 The parish priest, who co-ordinates the pastoral ministry within his parish, can be helped by the laity who collaborate in the catechetical ministry. In this way the lay faithful would be continuing and extending the formation imparted by ordained ministers.
34
When analysing the origins of the Society of Christian Doctrine one can see that the association was actually founded by Preca to help parish priests within different parishes in their duty of teaching the catechism to their parishioners. Preca commenced this enterprise long before Apostolicam Actuositatem proposed it. Furthermore, in anticipation of Apostolicam Actuositatem, Preca also involved female lay faithful in the Society of Christian Doctrine by establishing a female section for teaching the catechism. This section was to be run in a totally independent way from the male section. 
OBEDIENCE TO THE HIERARCHY
Apostolicam Actuositatem exults the lay apostolate carried out by individuals. 36 However, it neither encourages nor supports an individualistic apostolate in which the lay person is estranged from Church Authority and from the respect which such Authority calls for. 37 The right to the lay apostolate is one which carries particular duties with it, the most important of which is obedience to the hierarchy. Apostolicam Actuositatem is particularly clear about this. Preca (1880 Preca ( -1962 All forms of apostolate are called ecclesial and Catholic if they are within the mission of the entire Church. However, consonance and co-operation with the mission of the Church alone are not enough. Obedience to Church Authorities is not only recommended but a necessary factor. The fact that a particular association or initiative of lay apostolate is praised and recommended by the hierarchy does not mean that it has been canonically approved. It only means that the apostolate being carried out by the laity is useful in the light of the particular circumstances of the Church in the contemporary situation.
39
Ġ orġ Preca not only considered Church Authorities as the supreme authority with regards to the lay apostolate but he was able to show that the Society which he had just founded was truly at the service of the Church, and that without the 'go-ahead' of the hierarchy he would not continue with his endeavour. When the Vicar General called him and ordered him to close all the institutes that he had opened, he reiterated that since they were his superiors, he would obey them, not reluctantly but wholeheartedly because he respected their decision. Moreover, during the formal enquiry conducted by the Church during 1916-1917, Dun Ġ orġ Preca co-operated and when asked to present the statutes for approval he did this, even though quite some time later. 40 Moreover the members of the Society which he founded show a profound respect to the hierarchy. 41 However, Apostolicam Actuositatem does not only speak about the obedience who those engaged in the lay apostolate are to show to Church Authorities. It also elaborates upon the duties of the hierarchy, amongst which we find that the latter are in duty bound to offer spiritual assistance («piritualia praebere») to those engaged in any form of lay apostolate. 42 Even Lumen Gentium speaks about the spiritual assistance which the hierarchy in general, and ordained ministers are to offer to the laity, especially those engaged in the lay apostolate. 43 Preca (1880 Preca ( -1962 Priest Inspectors, with a particular function and mission within the Society of Christian Doctrine. 44 
THE NEED OF FORMATION
Apostolicam Actuositatem dedicates a whole chapter to elaborate upon the necessity of formation and to the different dimensions of formation for the lay apostolate. 45 Reading these paragraphs today, it may seem obvious that for every different ministry within the Church, be it a lay ministry or an ordained ministry, different forms and grades of formation are necessary. However, this was not the case during the time in which Ġ orġ Preca lived and worked. To start with, the formation of the laity was inexistent because they were not given any important role within the Church. However, Preca overcame this weakness and while giving the laity an apostolate of evangelisation, he also formed them as much as possible for this lay apostolate. When speaking about the formation which Ġ orġ Preca gave to the members of the Society in his contemporary times, one must keep in mind that he was limited as well, primarily in the techniques available for the formation of the laity, which were limited to the spoken word and to the printed word.
The formation of the laity should strive to form the person:
44 Priest Inspectors were Diocesan priests in charge of monitoring whether the members of the Society were faithful to the teachings of the Church. There were two types of Priest Inspectors: the General Inspector and the Particular Inspectors. The General Inspector had to know the Society well and to observe some of the regulations which the members of the Society observed. The major duty of the General Inspector was to oversee the teaching that was given in the Society and certify that this is correct. In this respect, the General Inspector had to prepare the examination for the choice of the Major Theologian of the Society. The General Inspector was also to teach the members of the Society not only by word of mouth but also through writing. Finally, the General Inspector had to choose and to give his approval for the Particular Inspectors chosen for other centres. The Particular Inspectors were responsible for hearing the confessions of the members and of the children who attend the centre where they were assigned. The Particular Inspectors were also responsible for seeing that the teaching which was being taught was correct, and to teach the members themselves in such a way that they could respond to as many theological questions as possible. Moreover Particular Inspectors were responsible for the method which was used for the teaching of the catechism. A. BONNICI, Dun Ġ orġ Preca (1880 -1962 A. BONNICI, Dun Ġ orġ Preca (1880 -1962 45 Sacrosanctum Concilium Oecumenicum Vaticanum II, Decretum de apostolatu laicorum, 28-32.
− to give his/her life entirely; − to profess a solid faith; − to pray; − to have a profound sense of obedience; − to love authentic human values; − to have the courage to proclaim the Gospel by words and through personal witness. 46 Moreover, formation is necessary for a fecund apostolate since the lay person is called to act as leaven in the world. Formation thus becomes the sine qua non condition for a fecund and positive apostolate.
47
Apostolicam Actuositatem mentions three dimensions of formation in preparation and in sustenance of the lay apostolate: spiritual, doctrinal and technical formation. 48 The formation of the laity engaged in the lay apostolate is primarily spiritual because their role consists of collaborating in Christ's plan for the salvation of everyone.
49 Theological or doctrinal formation are necessary because the laity are called to consider and read the signs of the times in the light of a solid and stable faith. Furthermore, the theology which the laity are called to study is at the service of their particular apostolate. Consequently, it must neither be too generic on the one hand, nor render them professors of theology on the other. Formation must be tailor made for their apostolate. This theological knowledge ultimately helps them to develop their spiritual life. The technical aspect, also referred to as the savoir-faire dimension helps them to be effective in their apostolate with different categories of people in different situations. 50 tem mentions several aids and instruments for formation: congresses, meetings, books, reviews, periodicals, conferences, and retreats.
51
All the three dimensions of formation, together with some of the different aids for the formation of the laity mentioned by Apostolicam Actuositatem, were anticipated by Ġ orġ Preca during the first decades of the Society of Christian Doctrine. 52 Ġ orġ Preca wanted each member of the society have a sponsor -parrinu/a who was to help the member in making right choices in the light of their vocation as catechists within the Society of Christian Doctrine. Moreover, Ġ orġ Preca desired that the members of the Society have a monthly retreat in which they reflect upon their spiritual life and take resolutions to enable them to live a better Christian life.
Ġ orġ Preca also tried to give the members of the Society of Christian Doctrine a solid theological formation. He treated the laity as adults by writing scripts for them which were to be published as books, pamphlets, leaflets or handbills. The reason why Preca wrote a lot was that writing was one of the strongest instruments with which to form the members of the Society of Christian Doctrine during his time. 53 The technical formation was met by Ġ orġ Preca through some of his writings in which particular methods seem to be prevalent. 54 Among the repertoire of Ġ orġ Preca's writings, we also find a particular writing entitled Gwida G al min Jg allem it-Tfal -A Handbook for Those Who Teach Children. This writing was to be a directory for his catechists in their endeavours with children. 55 The publication of the monthly periodical Kalendarju Museumin -Museum Calendar -for the members of the Society was also intended as a methodological aid.
Dun Ġ orġ Preca did not consider the formation for the lay apostolate as a one time occasion, but as a form of on-going formation for the lay ministry. Consequently, he wanted the members of the Society of Christian Doctrine to meet daily for a one-hour formation meeting known as assenjaturthe Assignment. This meeting is a form of on-going formation in which several topics and themes are discussed and studied after being assigned to the members of the Society of Christian Doctrine; hence the term assenjatur. One can rightly claim that in this respect, Preca also anticipated Apostolicam Actuositatem. 56 
CONCLUSION
The arguments discussed above demonstrate that Ġ orġ Preca was truly a pioneer in the apostolate of the laity in Malta, and a precursor of the vision for the apostolate of the laity which Apostolicam Actuositatem was to elaborate upon. It was Dun Ġ orġ Preca who valued the apostolate of the laity in the form of a group and in communion with the entire Church in its mission of evangelisation. 57 Dun Ġ orġ was a precursor of what was to be the vision for the apostolate of the laity which was to be outlined decades later during the Second Vatican Council and promulgated in Apostolicam Actuositatem. He can truly be considered as a pioneer of the apostolate of the laity in Malta through the foundation of the Society of Christian Doctrine.
The study leads us to acknowledge and to affirm that Dun Ġ orġ Preca was truly a pioneer in the lay apostolate within the catechetical ministry in Malta, and that he was a precursor of what Apostolicam Actuositatem would promulgate decades later on the lay apostolate. Thus we can safely and clearly say that Dun Ġ orġ Preca was truly a pioneer and a precursor of the Second Vatican Council. 
